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  The Unexpected Homecoming


The coastal highway unfurled before Paulina Ramsey like a ribbon of faded asphalt and salt-scoured memories. She gripped the steering wheel of her rental car, knuckles pale against the leather, as the familiar landmarks of her childhood began to emerge from the haze of a decade's absence. The old diner with the cracked neon sign. The bait shop that still had the same wooden mermaid out front. The church where her grandmother had dragged her every Sunday, rain or shine. 
Her grandmother.
The thought sent a pang through her chest, sharp and fresh despite the three weeks that had passed since the call. Paulina had been in a board meeting when her phone buzzed with her mother's name, and she had understood before she even answered. The estate needed settling. The house needed clearing. And Paulina, the granddaughter who had escaped this sleepy coastal town at eighteen and never looked back, was the only one who could do it.
She turned onto the gravel road that led to the beach house, and her breath caught in her throat.
There it was. Weathered gray shingles, a wraparound porch with peeling white railings, and the same wind chimes her grandmother had hung twenty years ago, their tinny music a ghostly welcome. The house sat perched on a low bluff overlooking the ocean, the waves crashing against the shore in a rhythm that felt like a heartbeat. Paulina pulled the car to a stop and sat for a long moment, her hands still gripping the wheel.
She had not been back since the summer after high school graduation. Since she had packed her bags and driven away without glancing in the rearview mirror. Since she had left Mark Hilton standing on the dock at the marina, his blue eyes dark with hurt and confusion she had refused to acknowledge.
Paulina shook the thought away and stepped out of the car. The salt air hit her first, thick and familiar, carrying the scent of brine and wet sand and something floral from the wild roses that grew along the fence line. She walked up the creaking porch steps and pulled the key from her pocket, the metal warm from her skin. The lock turned with a reluctant groan, and the door swung open.
The inside of the house smelled like dust and lavender and old wood. Sunlight streamed through the salt-crusted windows, casting long rectangles of light across the worn hardwood floors. Everything was exactly as her grandmother had left it. The afghan draped over the armchair. The collection of seashells on the windowsill. The framed photographs on the mantel, their subjects frozen in time.
Paulina set her bag down by the door and walked slowly through the living room, her fingers trailing over surfaces she had not touched in ten years. She stopped in front of the mantel and picked up a photograph. It was her and Mark, taken at the town carnival the summer before senior year. They were both laughing, her head thrown back, his arm wrapped around her waist. She remembered that day. He had won her a stuffed dolphin at the ring toss, and she had kissed him right there in front of everyone, not caring who saw.
She set the photo down and turned away, her chest tight.
The house felt too quiet. Too full of echoes. She needed air.
Paulina changed into a pair of shorts and a loose tank top, then grabbed her sunglasses and headed out the door. The marina was only a ten-minute walk down the beach, and she found her feet carrying her there before she had made a conscious decision to go. The boardwalk was quiet for a Tuesday afternoon, just a few tourists browsing the shops and an old fisherman mending his nets near the pier.
She rounded the corner of the main dock and stopped.
There he was.
Mark Hilton stood on the deck of a half-restored sailboat, his back to her, his shoulders broad and tanned under the afternoon sun. He wore a faded gray t-shirt that clung to the muscles of his back and arms, and his hands moved with practiced ease over a piece of rigging. His dark hair was shorter than she remembered, but the way he moved, the way he held himself, was achingly familiar.
Paulina's heart slammed against her ribs. She should turn around. She should walk away and come back another day, when she was prepared, when she had steeled herself for this moment. But her feet would not move.
Mark must have sensed her presence, because he turned. His eyes met hers, and the world went silent.
For a long, suspended moment, neither of them spoke. The only sounds were the creak of the dock and the cry of gulls overhead. Mark's hand stilled on the rigging, and his jaw tightened as he stared at her. She watched a dozen emotions flicker across his face. Shock. Recognition. Something darker that she could not name.
"Paulina." His voice was rough, as if the word had been dragged out of him.
"Mark." She managed to keep her voice steady, but just barely.
He set down the tool in his hand and wiped his palms on his jeans, a gesture she remembered from high school. He used to do that when he was nervous, when he was trying to buy himself a moment to think. She had always found it endearing. She still did.
"You're back," he said. It was not a question.
"Just for a while. My grandmother's estate."
He nodded slowly, his blue eyes never leaving her face. "I heard. I'm sorry about your grandmother, Paulina. She was a good woman."
"Thank you."
The silence stretched between them, thick and uncomfortable. Paulina wanted to say something, anything, to break the tension, but her mind was blank. She could feel the old chemistry humming beneath her skin, a current that had never fully died, and she hated how easily it came back. How natural it felt to stand here, looking at him, wanting to close the distance between them.
"How have you been?" she asked, the words coming out before she could stop them.
Mark's lips curved into a humorless smile. "You want the short version or the long one?"
"The short one, I guess."
"I'm fine. I own the boatyard now. I have a daughter. She's eight."
Paulina's breath caught. A daughter. Of course. He had moved on. He had built a life without her, just as she had done in the city. She had no right to feel surprised or hurt, but she did. The sting was sharper than she had expected.
"That's great, Mark. I'm happy for you."
He studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. "What about you? Still climbing the corporate ladder in the city?"
"Something like that."
"Must be nice. Getting out of this town, making something of yourself."
There was an edge to his voice now, a bitterness that cut through the careful politeness. Paulina felt her own defenses rise.
"It wasn't about getting out," she said. "It was about opportunities. You know that."
"I know you left without looking back."
The words landed like a blow. She had known this conversation would come eventually, but she had not expected it to happen here, now, with the sun warming her skin and the salt spray misting her face. She had not expected to feel so exposed.
"Mark, I..."
"You don't have to explain." He turned back to the sailboat, picking up his tool and resuming his work. His movements were stiff, controlled. "You made your choice. It's been ten years. Water under the bridge."
But the tension in his shoulders told her it was not water under the bridge. It was a wound that had never fully healed, and her return had ripped the scab clean off.
Paulina stepped closer, her sandals clicking against the wooden dock. "I didn't come here to fight with you."
"Then why did you come?" He did not turn around.
"I don't know." She let out a shaky breath. "I guess I wanted to see the town. Remember things."
"Remember things," he repeated, his voice flat. "Right."
She watched his hands move over the rigging, those strong, calloused hands that had once held her so tenderly. She remembered the way he used to trace patterns on her skin in the dark, the way he whispered her name like a prayer. The memories washed over her, warm and painful, and she had to look away.
"I should go," she said.
"Probably."
But neither of them moved. The silence stretched, filled with everything they were not saying. Paulina could feel the pull between them, a gravitational force that defied logic and time. She wanted to reach out. She wanted to touch him. She wanted to pretend the last ten years had never happened.
Instead, she took a step back.
"It was good to see you, Mark."
He finally turned, and the look in his eyes made her heart ache. There was anger there, yes, but there was also longing. A hunger that mirrored her own.
"You too, Paulina."
She walked away before she could do something foolish. Before she could cross the distance between them and wrap her arms around him. Before she could beg him to forgive her for the choices she had made.
The walk back to the beach house felt longer than it had before. The sun was lower now, casting long shadows across the sand, and the wind had picked up, carrying the scent of rain. Paulina climbed the porch steps and sank into the old rocking chair, her hands trembling.
She had known this would be hard. She had prepared herself for awkwardness, for tension, for the sting of old wounds. But she had not prepared herself for the way her body still responded to him. The way her pulse quickened at the sight of his hands. The way her skin tingled with the memory of his touch.
She pressed her palms to her eyes and let out a long, shuddering breath.
Ten years. Ten years, and he still had the power to undo her.
The wind chimes sang their tinny song, and Paulina rocked slowly in the chair, watching the waves crash against the shore. She had come here to settle an estate, to pack up a lifetime of memories and move on. But standing in the marina, looking into Mark Hilton's eyes, she had felt something shift. Something she was not ready to name.
The old spark was still there, buried beneath years of hurt and distance. And it was flickering back to life.






  
  Buried Memories Surface


Morning light filtered through the dusty attic windows of her grandmother's beach house, casting long shadows across the wooden floorboards. Paulina knelt beside a stack of cardboard boxes, her fingers tracing the faded labels written in her grandmother's elegant script. "Memorabilia," one read. "Photos and Correspondence." 
She hesitated. These boxes had been sitting here for years, untouched since she'd left for college. Her grandmother had kept everything, every piece of the past preserved like a museum of a life abandoned. With a deep breath, Paulina lifted the lid.
The smell of old paper and lavender sachets hit her first. Then she saw them. Envelopes bound in rubber bands, photographs yellowed at the edges. Her chest tightened as she recognized the handwriting on the top envelope. Mark's handwriting. Bold and slightly messy, the way he'd always written notes to her in high school.
She pulled out a photo from underneath. The two of them at senior prom. She wore a red dress that hugged her curves, her hair piled up in an elaborate twist. Mark stood beside her in a rented tuxedo, his arm wrapped around her waist, that cocky grin she'd fallen in love with spread across his face. They looked so young. So hopeful.
"God, we were kids," she whispered to the empty room.
Her fingers trembled as she untied the rubber band from the stack. Dozens of them. Love letters he'd written her when she went to that summer program before senior year. Letters she'd never answered because





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Becca Lovelink







